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Biblical resources

Understanding the Bible has become its own whirlpool of
controversy in the modern world, dividing and alienating people
who otherwise might be decent neighbors or even best of friends.

And while the Bible ought to serve as an anchor of faith and solace
to those who are spiritually and emotionally troubled, it is treated
more like a legal brief or a case file -- to be poured over,
controverted, debated -- or even a trial to be won.

In a Reconciling Ministry, the Bible itself is not a bone of contention
or the weapon of choice. Christians are called to be peacemakers,
not warmongers.

Using the Bible to quickly solve a controversy isn't always
productive. The Bible is our grounding and foundation, but we
recognize that not every decision can be made as if in perfect
consistency with what the Bible says -- whether for church policy,
mission planning, personal ethics, or even theology. The Church is
called to use the Bible reverently, not slavishly.

Is this heresy? No, it is the way the Church has always understood
the Scriptures. The Bible is never an answer book -- not because it
does not contain good and inspired counsel. But we cannot merely
look up canned answers to formulaic questions, without a deeper
look. 

Even when there appears to be applicable material in the Bible--as
many contend about homosexuality and human sexuality--there is
not always a one-to-one correlation of the basic concepts between
our contemporary world and the worlds of several eras two
thousand years ago. This profound "disconnect" between ancient
and modern world views makes the "answer book" idea totally
unfruitful.

Also see:

How Lutherans understand Scripture
Use and misuse of the Bible
Quick study on Bible abuse
What Luther says
   about homosexuality
Lectionary Tools by John Caron
Gender roles and the Scriptures

Approaching the Bible

Especially when bringing the Bible into the discussion of 
human sexuality, we must enter the Bible's world, and try
to understand its writers as people of faith to the
circumstances, challenges and conflicts they faced.

We must also respect the long and impressive history of 
the faithful who preserved and transmitted, taught and
believed the Gospel because of the word of the Bible.

"These are written that you may believe that 
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Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and that
by believing you may have life in his name." 
John 20:31

It is also useful to recall that the Church has faced many 
other controversial and difficult issues in the past, and
with each of them has finally achieved a balance between
respect for the biblical word and pastoral concern. 
Examples include usury (charging interest on loans,
forbidden in the Hebrew Scriptures); slavery, divorce and
remarriage, and the ordination of women. 

Your congregation is encouraged to approach its 
Reconciling Ministry pastorally and biblically. The
Bible is a witness to faith, not a code of law to which
one turns for open-and-shut answers. An attempt to 
reinforce one's pre-conceived attitude of "...that
settles it!" usually fails on close study of the
Scriptures.
 
Along with the Bible and its guidance is the entire 
pastoral ministry of the church -- the care for
individuals which requires us to enter into their lives
and life experiences, to grow in our own 
understanding of humanity, and especially to listen
to the other when we would rather blurt out all the
answers or advice from our life experiences.

 

Prepared Bible Studies

Some excellent resources are available for use now:

Claiming the Promise -- a 7-session Bible Study from the Reconciling
Congregation Program, United Methodist Church
 
Studies on Homosexuality and the Church -- a study from the 
Evangelical Lutheran Church in Canada.

Also see below: What the Scholars Are Saying

Studies on this disk:

The Biblical Roots of Hospitality
Homosexuality and the Bible by Rev. Paul Tidemann
What the Bible Means by "Everybody"

Developing your own materials

The congregation's teachers and pastors may have reason to develop or 
customize Bible studies for use within the congregation.

The reasons to prepare custom studies are many, beginning with the 
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concern that local pastors and teachers know best what a congregation is
prepared to absorb, and which issues should be taken in which order.

Why customize a study format or design?

To target the material to a special audience, such as Sunday school
teachers or a parochial school staff
 
To offer an "executive summary" version for the Church Council
 
To focus in greater detail on some issues
 
To offer a more general learning experience centered on attitudes 
and feelings
 
To avoid the appearance of "bias" or directed conclusions

 
Here are some general pointers which may be helpful:

Keep the Bible front and center. The purpose of any Bible Study,
including one which looks deeply into issues of humans sexuality, is
to understand the scriptural message more completely, not just to
promote or defend preconceived ideas, or to manipulate the Bible to
see things in a certain way.
 

1.

Map out your goals for a study in advance. In your planning, ask
(write down) the key questions the study will attempt to answer for
the students. As you develop materials, hand-outs, readings, 
teaching points, check this periodically: does the study process
actually answer the questions we have planned to answer?
 

2.

Stay focused on issues which contribute to understanding and 
reconciliation. A Bible Study devised, for example, devised to
discover why some people are heterosexual and some are
homosexual will likely not be very effective. A Bible Study which
seeks to discern how Christians can be reconcilers, peacemakers,
healers and builders of unity would be rich and engaging.
 

3.

Encourage discussion. While there is a large amount of information
available, groups can easily be overwhelmed with facts, background
and details. As information is presented, help make connections for
people, allowing them to see the relevance or implications of the
information being presented, and encourage them to voice their own
impressions of the applicability of texts to contemporary situations.

4.

Bible passages typically used
to condemn homosexuality:

Genesis 19:1-26
cf. Judges 19
Leviticus 18:22
Leviticus 20:13
Romans 1:26-27
1 Corinthians 6:9
1 Timothy 1:9-10

The "clobber" passages

For some, it seems the Bible is unmistakably clear in 
rejecting any expression of homosexual behavior. But,
countless responsible Christian voices have argued
otherwise, and call the whole Church to use the Bible itself
to re-examine what is thought to be sinful or faithful,
condemned or condoned.
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Also see:

But isn't homosexuality a sin?
What the Bible says -- and
    doesn't say -- about
    homosexuality
   by Dr. Mel White of Soulforce

The Biblical passages most often cited against homosexual
acts are listed in the sidebar at left. (Below is a resource 
section, "What Scholars Are Saying", which gives a synopsis
of the current debate and state of the art in Biblical studies
concerning human sexuality.

It is important to realize that the distinction of Law and 
Gospel -- an important Lutheran principle of interpretation,
does not mean that these "clobber passages" all fall into the
"Law" column for LGBT persons.  These passages of have a
history of interpretation, some of which shows that they
may not be relevant at all for the discussion of human
sexuality, gender identity or sexual orientation.

View or print the texts from the NRSV

In most churchbody statements or studies, these six 
passages have been given a reading or interpretation. Some
statements have provided extensive detail, but often the
treatment published is too brief for serious reflection. 
Entire books have been written to provide serious analysis.

Browse in the Resource Library
 

. . . Clearly, we regard certain 
rules, especially in the Old
Testament, as no longer 
binding, including legislation in
the Old Testament that is not 
mentioned at all in the New.
What is our principle of 
selection here? For example, 
virtually all modern readers
would agree with the Bible in 
rejecting:

incest
rape
adultery
intercourse with animals

But we disagree with the Bible 
on most other sexual mores.
The Bible condemned or 
discouraged the following
behaviors which we generally 
allow:

intercourse during 
menstruation
celibacy (some texts)
exogamy (marriage with 
non-Israelites)
naming sexual organs
nudity (under certain 

What the Scholars say

It is helpful, in order to understand and interpret the Biblical
material as it may apply to homosexuality, to look at what 
our most respected biblical scholars have said on the
subject. 

Some resources are available on line. These recent 
resources were presented to the ELCA Conference of
Bishops on March 2, 2001, and published on-line by The 
Lutheran magazine in their entirety:

Terence E. Fretheim, "The Old Testament and
Homosexuality" (22 pages), (c) 2001. Fretheim is
Professor of Old Testament, Luther Seminary, St. 
Paul, Minnesota.

 
Walter F. Taylor, Jr., "The New Testament and
Homosexuality" (24 pp.), (c) 2001.c  Taylor is
Professor of New Testament Studies, Trinity Lutheran
Seminary, Columbus, Ohio.

The current ELCA study, "Journey Together Faithfully", Part 
Two, has now released a background paper on the biblical
material for further study (18 pages plus notes):

Background Essay on Biblical Texts by Arland J. 
Hultgren and Walter F. Taylor, Jr. (September
2003).
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conditions)
masturbation (some 
Christians still condemn this)
birth control (some Christians 
still forbid this),

And the Bible regarded semen 
and menstrual blood as
unclean, which most of us do 
not.

Likewise, the Bible permitted 
behaviors that we today
condemn or have discontinued:

prostitution
bigamy and polygamy
levirate marriage
sex with slaves
concubinage
treatment of women as 
property
teenage marriage (for the 
girl, age 11-13).

And while the Old Testament 
accepted divorce, Jesus
forbade it. In short, of the 
sexual mores mentioned here,
we agree with the Bible only on 
four of them, and disagree with
it on sixteen!

-- Walter Wink, "Homosexuality 
and the Bible." Read the entire 
article.

Biblical scholar Walter Wink has made his summary of the 
biblical issues in approaching homosexuality available on
line. See sidebar at left.

Walter Wink, "Homosexuality and the Bible"

Another excellent discussion can be found in the work of
Jeffrey S. Siker, Associate Professor of New Testament at
Loyola Marymount University. See: "But Isn't
Homosexuality a Sin?"

Additional resources are available in a wide array of 
published journals, magazines and books which are not as
readily available.  Please see the Resource Library.

In this section we present some briefer quotations of longer 
works that have specific bearing on the well-known biblical
texts which are currently being debated and purport to
speak to the issues surrounding human sexuality and
homosexuality. Especially useful for understanding the
Biblical texts are the works of Brawley, Countryman, 
Edwards, Gomes, Nissinen, Scroggs, Spong, Truluck, and 
Wink.

The passage in the sidebar (left) is from Walter
Wink, "Homosexuality and The Bible", 
Homosexuality and Christian Faith: Questions of
Conscience for the Churches (Fortress, 1999).
Wink is Professor of Biblical Interpretation at
Auburn Theological Seminary in New York City 
and the author of numerous articles and books.

The Biblical Word and the Reconciling 
Ministry

I would far rather feel contrition than be able to
define it. If you knew the whole Bible by heart,
and all the teachings of the philosophers, how 
would this help you without the grace and love
of God? -- Thomas à Kempis, The Imitation of 
Christ

A number of passages focus the evangelical task upon the 
work of reconciling. God is reconciled through Christ with
the entire world. Christians carry the message of this
reconciliation to everyone. Within the household of faith, we
are encouraged to reconcile any breaches or differences
between us. 

Here are some of the texts which specifically speak to the 
concept of reconciling and reconciliation:

Matthew 22:29:
A precaution to theologians about self-righteous
certainty about the scriptures; "You are wrong 
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because you know neither the scriptures nor the
power of God." 
 
Luke 6:27-38:
from Luke's Sermon on the Mount, an important
grouping of Jesus' sayings on loving enemies, 
returning mercy for evil, and not judging others.
 
Luke 11:46-54:
lawyers are condemned by Jesus for laying intolerable
burdens on the faithful, for esteeming the murderers
of the prophets, and for denying others access to true 
knowledge and insight.
 
John 5:39-40:
A warning to those who search the scriptures that the
scriptures point to Christ; we should seek Christ to
have eternal life.
 
John 10:7-16 (17-25), 27-30:
the sheep who belong to Christ, including the other 
sheep who belong to Christ regardless of what others
say or do.
 
John 16:13:  the promise of Jesus that when the
Spirit comes, the Spirit will guide believers into all the 
truth.
 
Acts 13:38-39:
through Christ comes acquittal for everything for
which there was no acquittal in the law of Moses.
 
Romans 2:12-21a:
the Gentiles "outside" the law who actually live within
its purest guidelines.
 
Romans 14:4, 10-14:
We are not to judge anyone who is the servant of
another, or put a stumbling block or obstacle in
anyone's way. Our brothers and sisters are servants 
of the Lord, too.

 

The Bible and the Language of the Heart

A number of passages in the Bible speak to and from the human heart --
especially for LGBT people but also for all who are oppressed. The
Scriptures speak of common human experience, including doubt, fear,
self-judgment, the scorn or contempt of others, self-esteem, wonder at
God's love and redemption.

 
Acts 15:6-11: The early church understood that their openness to Gentiles
was not based upon the Law (and actually contrary to it), but upon the
fact that these new believers had also received the Holy Spirit:
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6 The apostles and the elders met together to consider this
matter. 7After there had been much debate, Peter stood up
and said to them, "My brothers, you know that in the early
days God made a choice among you, that I should be the one
through whom the Gentiles would hear the message of the
good news and become believers. 8And God, who knows the
human heart, testified to them by giving them the Holy Spirit,
just as he did to us; 9and in cleansing their hearts by faith he
has made no distinction between them and us. 10Now 
therefore why are you putting God to the test by placing on
the neck of the disciples a yoke that neither our ancestors nor
we have been able to bear? 11On the contrary, we believe that
we will be saved through the grace of the Lord Jesus, just as
they will."

 
Luke 12:57: Here is strong encouragement to trust our own conscience,
especially when formed through the Holy Spirit, Word and Sacrament and
the community life:  "Why do you not judge for yourself what is right?"

54 He also said to the crowds, "When you see a cloud rising in
the west, you immediately say, 'It is going to rain'; and so it
happens. 55 And when you see the south wind blowing, you
say, 'There will be scorching heat'; and it happens. 56 You
hypocrites! You know how to interpret the appearance of earth
and sky, but why do you not know how to interpret the
present time? 57 "And why do you not judge for yourselves
what is right? 58 Thus, when you go with your accuser before a
magistrate, on the way make an effort to settle the case, or
you may be dragged before the judge, and the judge hand you
over to the officer, and the officer throw you in prison. 59 I tell 
you, you will never get out until you have paid the very last
penny."

 
John 16:1-4: Jesus warns about those who will persecute you, and even
feel they are serving God by killing you.

1 "I have said these things to you to keep you from stumbling.
2 They will put you out of the synagogues. Indeed, an hour is
coming when those who kill you will think that by doing so
they are offering worship to God. 3 And they will do this 
because they have not known the Father or me. 4 But I have
said these things to you so that when their hour comes you
may remember that I told you about them.

 
1 Corinthians 15:8-11: In faith, Paul claims the grace of God, though he 
felt he didn't qualify even as "the best little boy in the world." Now he
understands "by God's grace I am what I am."

 8 Last of all, as to one untimely born, he appeared also to me.
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9 For I am the least of the apostles, unfit to be called an
apostle, because I persecuted the church of God. 10 But by the
grace of God I am what I am, and his grace toward me has not
been in vain. On the contrary, I worked harder than any of
them -- though it was not I, but the grace of God that is with
me. 11 Whether then it was I or they, so we proclaim and so
you have come to believe.

 
2 Corinthians 1:3-7: A vigorous and faithful life as a Christian, or a
Christian community, is not one of complacency or indifference. We share
in suffering and oppression and comfort.

3 Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, the
Father of mercies and the God of all consolation, 4 who 
consoles us in all our affliction, so that we may be able to
console those who are in any affliction with the consolation
with which we ourselves are consoled by God. 5 For just as the
sufferings of Christ are abundant for us, so also our
consolation is abundant through Christ. 6 If we are being
afflicted, it is for your consolation and salvation; if we are
being consoled, it is for your consolation, which you experience
when you patiently endure the same sufferings that we are
also suffering. 7 Our hope for you is unshaken; for we know
that as you share in our sufferings, so also you share in our
consolation.

 
1 Peter 3:14-18: It takes spiritual and emotional strength to believe that
the reconciling work we are doing is right for its own sake, especially when
it requires standing up to authorities, opponents and intimidation. 
 

14But even if you do suffer for doing what is right, you are
blessed. Do not fear what they fear, and do not be intimidated,
15but in your hearts sanctify Christ as Lord. Always be ready to
make your defense to anyone who demands from you an 
accounting for the hope that is in you; 16yet do it with
gentleness and reverence. Keep your conscience clear, so that,
when you are maligned, those who abuse you for your good
conduct in Christ may be put to shame. 17For it is better to
suffer for doing good, if suffering should be God's will, than to
suffer for doing evil. 18For Christ also suffered for sins once for
all, the righteous for the unrighteous, in order to bring you to
God.

Entire studies may be done around these passages. They would form a
good core curriculum for small-group experiences, and prayer groups, as
well as Bible studies.
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